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(54) Abstract Title 

Queuing control system 



(57) A queuing control system for use e.g. in bars where customers wait at a counter to be served, without 
queuing in an organised way. A plurality of call units 14 are connected to a control unit 2 by a data bus 12, each 
call unit including a call switch 24 that, when activated by a customer, causes the transmission of a "call" signal 
uniquely identifying the call unit The control unit places the call units in a virtual queue according to the order 
in which the "call" signals were received. The control unit drives display means 4, 8, to identify the call unit at 
the front of the queue. Each call unit includes a customer display 22 for indicating the length of the queue "in 
front of" the person using that call unit (34, Figs. 2 and 3). A server unit 26, which can be housed with the call 
unit 14, comprises a display for indicating to a server that the call unit is at the front of the queue, and a server 
switch 30 which, when activated by the server, sends a "clear" signal to the control unit for removal from the 
queue. 
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At least one drawing originally filed was informal and the print reproduced here is taken from a later filed formal copy. 
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OUEUEING CONTROL SYSTEM 

The present invention relates to a queueing control system and in particular, but not 
5 exclusively, to a queueing control system for use in bars and in other situations where 
customers wait at a counter to be served, but where they do not normally queue in an 
organised way. 

Most people will be familiar with the difficulty of getting served at a busy bar or counter, 
where the server does not always know or take note of whose turn is next, and the customer 
10 has to rely on catching the server's attention, against competition from all the other 
customers who are waiting to be served. This problem can cause stress both for the 
customers and for the servers, and can spoil the atmosphere of the bar or counter. 

■ 

Conventional queueing arrangements, for example using personnel barriers that make the 
customers queue in lines, or using ticketing arrangements, are not generally considered 
1 5 suitable for use in the relaxed and informal atmosphere of a bar. There is a need therefore 
for a queueing control system that ensures customers are served fairly and in turn, but 
without imposing a rigid queueing regime that would spoil the atmosphere of a bar or a 
similar situation in which customers are served at a counter. 

It is an object of the present invention to provide a queueing control system that meets the 
20 aforesaid need. 

According to the present invention there is provided a queueing control system including 
a control unit and a plurality of call units that are connected to the control unit, each said 
call unit including a call switch that, when activated by a customer, causes the call unit to 
transmit to the control unit a "call" signal that contains information uniquely identifying 
25 the call unit, the control unit including means for recognising "call" signals received from 
the call units and placing the call units associated with those signals in a queue according 
to the order in which the "call" signals were received, the system further including display 



means driven by the control unit that, in use, identifies the call unit that is at the front of the 
queue. 

The system allows a server to identify quickly who is to be served next, and provides a fair 
system of queueing for the customers, while avoiding competition and stress. 

5 Advantageously, the display means is connected to the control unit and is constructed and 
arranged to indicate in use information identifying the call unit that is at the front of the 
queue. The display means may for example include a digital display that displays a number 
associated with the next call unit to be served. This may be mounted in a public location, 
so that it can be seen both by the servers and the customers. Additional slave displays may 
1 0 be provided in other locations. 

Advantageously, each call unit includes a server display that is constructed and arranged 
to be activated by the control unit to indicate to a server that the call unit is at the front of 
the queue. For example, each call unit may include a LED indicator light that is illuminated 
when the that call unit reaches the front of the queue. 

1 5 Advantageously, each call unit includes a customer display that is constructed and arranged 
to be activated by the control unit, to indicate to a customer the position of that call unit in 
the queue. The customer unit may, for example, include a graphical display that indicates 
the length of the queue in front of that call unit. 

Advantageously, each call unit includes a server switch that, when activated by a server, 
20 causes the call unit to transmit to the control unit a "clear" signal that contains information 
uniquely identifying the call unit, the control unit including means for recognising "clear" 
signals received from the call units and removing the call units associated with those 
signals from the queue when those "clear" signals are received. This allows the server to 
remove a call unit from the queue when the person standing by that call unit has been 
25 served. 

Advantageously, the call units are connected to the control unit through a data bus. 
Preferably, each call unit is connected to the data bus through a data link. 
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According to a preferred embodiment of the invention, there is provided a queueing control 
system as described in at least one of the preceding claims for use at a bar or counter, 
wherein the call units are spaced along the bar or counter. 

An embodiment of the invention will now be described, by way of example, with reference 
5 to the accompanying drawings, in which: 

Figure 1 is a schematic block diagram of a queueing control system; 

Figure 2 is an isometric view of an indicator device forming part of the system; 

Figure 3 is an isometric view of the indicator device, showing a variation in the display; and 

Figure 4 is a top view of the indicator device. 

10 The following example describes an implementation of the system in a drinks bar. It 
should be understood however that the system may also be implemented in other situations 
•where customers wait to be served at a bar or counter, for example in shops, offices, hotels 
or other public buildings. 

The system includes a system controller or control unit 2. This may be based around a 
1 5 microprocessor, which will include all the usual associated electronic components, such as 
volatile and non-volatile memories and input/output ports. 

The system controller 2 is linked to a public display unit 4, for example an LED display, 
which in use indicates the next position to be served. The system controller may also be 
connected through a slave display driver 6 to one or more slave display units 8, located in 
20 different positions around the bar. 

The system controller 2 is connected through a data link 10 to a data bus 12 that extends 
around the bar. 

A plurality of call units 14 are dispersed around the bar. Preferably, enough call units 14 
are provided so that even when the bar is crowded, every person standing or sitting at the 
25 bar has sole access to a call unit. 



Each call unit 1 4 includes a control circuit 1 6, for example based around a microprocessor, 
that contains a unique identification code. The control circuit 16 is connected through a 
data link 1 8 to the data bus 12. Also connected to the control circuit 1 6 are a customer unit 
20 that includes a customer display 22 and a customer call switch 24, and a server unit 26 
5 that includes a server display 28 and a server switch 30. 

The customer unit 20, which is shown in figures 2 to 4, is mounted in a housing 32 that is 
attached to the bar and includes the call switch 24 and the customer display 22. The display 
22 may for example consist of a small liquid crystal display device that, when activated, 
displays a number of figures 34 representing the length of the queue waiting before the turn 
0 of the person using that customer unit. If the queue exceeds the length of the display, the 
display may change colour, as shown in Fig. 3. 

The server unit 26 will also normally be mounted in the housing 32. In this case, the server 
display 22 and the server switch 24 may be provided on the back of the housing, where they 
• are not normally seen by the customer. Alternatively, the server switch may be activated 
5 only by a key tag carried by the server, to prevent unauthorised activation by the customer. 
The server unit may alternatively be located separately but close to the customer unit, in a 
situation where the server switch 30 cannot be activated by the customer. 

In operation, a customer wishing to be served stands at the bar adjacent one of the call units 
20 and presses the call switch 24. The control circuit 16 then sends a "call" signal 

0 containing the unique code identifying that call unit to the system controller 2 via the data 
bus 12. The controller recognises the unique code and places the call unit associated with 
that code in a virtual queue, behind any units that have already been registered. The 
controller 2 assesses the length of the queue in front of the call unit that has just been 
registered and sends a signal indicating the length of the queue back to the call unit. The 

5 control circuit in the call unit activates the customer display to indicate the length of the 
queue to the customer. 

Whenever a customer has been served, the server presses the server switch 30 on the call 
unit 14 associated with that customer. The control circuit 16 then sends a "clear" signal 
again containing the unique code identifying that customer unit to the system controller 2, 
3 via the data bus 12. The controller recognises the unique code and removes the call unit 
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associated with that code from the virtual queue, at the same time advancing any other 
registered call units one place forward in the queue. The controller sends a signal to each 
of the registered call units, each of which then adjusts the image displayed on the customer 
display 22, to indicated the reduced length of the queue. 

5 At the same time, an identifying number associated with the call unit now at the head of the 
queue is indicated on the main display 4 and, if provided, any slave displays 8, and a further 
signal is transmitted to the call unit now at the head of the queue, activating the server 
display 28. These indications show the server and the customer who is to be served next. 

Various modifications of the system are of course possible, some of which will now be 
10 described. 

The customer display may include a simple numerical display instead of the graphical 
display show in the drawings, or it may be arranged to display other information, such as 
instructions (e.g. "PRESS FOR SERVICE") or promotional messages and advertisements. 
The call unit may also include a small video screen for displaying advertisements and other 
1 5 material while the client is waiting. 

The queueing system may also include an audible or visual alarm, to alert serving staff to 
the fact that a customer is waiting, or to call additional servers when the bar is very busy. 

While the primary purpose of the invention is to enable queueing, it may also be used to 
collect data, which may be used later to analyse the performance of the bar and the serving 
20 staff, for example to identify staff who are under-performing or parts of the bar that receive 
inadequate service. 



A queueing control system including a control unit and a plurality of call units that 
are connected to the control unit, each said call unit including a call switch that, 
when activated by a customer, causes the call unit to transmit to the control unit a 
"call" signal that contains information uniquely identifying the call unit, the control 
unit including means for recognising "call" signals received from the call units and 
placing the call units associated with those signals in a queue according to the order 
in which the "call" signals were received, the system further including display 
means driven by the control unit that, in use, identifies the call unit that is at the 
front of the queue. 

A queueing control system according to claim 1 , wherein the display means is 
connected to the control unit and is constructed and arranged to indicate in use an 
identification code identifying the call unit that is at the front of the queue. 

A queueing control system according to claim 1 or claim 2, wherein each call unit 
includes a server display that is constructed and arranged to be activated by the 
control unit to indicate to a server that the call unit is at the front of the queue. 

A queueing control system according to any one of the preceding claims, wherein 
each call unit includes a customer display that is constructed and arranged to be 
activated by the control unit, to indicate to a customer the position of the call unit 
in the queue. 

A queueing control system according to any one of the preceding claims, wherein 
each call unit includes a server switch that, when activated by a server, causes the 
call unit to transmit to the control unit a "clear" signal that contains information 
uniquely identifying the call unit, the control unit including means for recognising 
"clear" signals received from the call units and removing the call units associated 
with those signals from the queue when those "clear" signals are received. 

A queueing control system according to any one of the preceding claims, wherein 
the call units are connected to the control unit through a data bus. 



A queueing control system according to claim 6, wherein each call unit is connected 
to the data bus through a data link. 

A queueing control system according to any one of the preceding claims for use at 
a bar or counter, wherein the call units are spaced along the bar or counter. 




% Office I 



INVESTOR IN PEOPLE 



Application No: 
Claims searched: 



GB 0107179.4 
1-8 



Examiner: 
Date of search: 



Melanie Gee 

13 September 2001 



Patents Act 1977 

Search Report under Section 17 

Databases searched: 

UK Patent Office collections, including GB, EP, WO & US patent specifications, in: 
UKCl(Ed.S): G4H (HNND, HNP); G4T (TAA) 
IntCl(Ed.7): G07C; G08B 
Other: Online: WPI, EPODOC, PAJ 



Documents considered to be relevant: 



Category 


Identity of document and relevant passage 


Relevant 
to claims 


A' 


GB 2307324 A 


(SIM), see whole document. 




X 


GB 2306724 A 


(VISUAL IMAGE SIGNS LTD), see whole 
document. 


1,2, 3,6, 
7&8 


X 


GB 2288481 A 


(GREEN et al.)» see whole document. 


1,2,5,6, 
7&8 



X Document indicating lack of novelty or inventive step A Document indicating technological background and/or state of the ait 

Y Document indicating lack of inventive step if combined P Document published on or after the declared priority date butbefore the 

with one or more other documents of same category. filing date of this invention. 

E Patent document published on or after, but with priority date earlier 

& Member of the same patent family than, the filing date of this application. 



An Executive Agency of the Department of Trade and Industry 



